Introduction
Unusual injuries are always a concern when children present to the emergency department and it is important to be aware of nonaccidental injury. We present the case of an infant who was reported to have been burnt by her mother's laundry detergent and where concerns had already been raised about the family's social circumstances.
Case report
Our unit was contacted regarding an unusual injury to a 10-month-old child. The child had been taken by her parents to their local hospital and the parents gave a history of laundry detergent having spilt onto her trousers and only a day later had they noticed an injury to her leg. On further questioning of the parents, it was revealed the child had spilt some concentrated biological laundry detergent onto her clothes. It was a liquid detergent, of the type commonly contained in a plastic capsule, and only recently introduced. Unfortunately her clothes were not changed after the incident and she therefore had prolonged exposure between the agent and her skin.
Examination showed a burn affecting the medial aspect of the thigh, the appearance in keeping with a recent superficial partial thickness burn. The burn, which was now 48-h old, was already starting to heal and we continued treatment with regular dressings, oral antibiotics and observation. Social services were involved and there was no evidence that the injury was deliberate.
For our own interest we decided to assess the potential of liquid detergents to cause a burn of the type observed, in particular the theory that protease enzymes in biological detergents may be responsible. One of the authors volunteered and two 0.2 ml aliquots of biological liquid laundry detergent were placed in contact with the skin of the medial arm under an occlusive transparent dressing. One aliquot was left for 2 h and the other for 12 h. On the contralateral arm the experiment was performed using nonbiological laundry detergent.
We found that at 2 h no effect was noted but by 12 h, as seen in our patient, the biological agent had led to a superficial partial thickness burn (see Fig. 1 ). The nonbiological detergent caused mild erythema after 12 h and slight dryness of the skin, which persisted for a few days. The burn caused by the biological detergent healed after 3 weeks without residual scarring.
Discussion
Microbial enzymes have been commonly used in laundry detergents since the 1960s. The majority of enzymes used are produced by two companies and are derived Superficial partial thickness burn secondary to 12 hours contact with biological laundry detergent.
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from the Bacillus species of bacteria. Protease enzymes are in most common use, followed by amylases, lipases, and more recently, cellulases. These enzymes are targeted towards various contaminants on clothes and their aim is to allow thorough cleaning at a lower temperature and in a shorter time than with nonbiological agents, thus reducing fabric wear. Liquid enzymes are relatively new to the market owing to the higher costs of producing stable enzymes suitable for home use.
Our experiment illustrates that prolonged exposure to biological detergents can result in epithelial damage and a partial thickness burn. Safety data sheets for the two detergents used in our experiment show that they contain similar constituents although the nonbiological agent does not contain a proteolytic enzyme solution and associated agents [1] .
Our case illustrates the importance of recognizing that prolonged exposure to these agents can lead to a burn. Safety data figures describe these products as mildly irritating to the skin and a literature search revealed no reports of burns secondary to laundry detergent. Corro-sive oesophagitis has been described following contact with detergents [2, 3] , and contact dermatitis secondary to enzymes has also been described [4] . Safety figures are calculated by various methods and include repeated brief exposures and more prolonged exposure to clothes washed in the detergents. In our case, however, there was a long period of continuous exposure to the concentrated detergent, which is obviously not a common situation. In summary, the capability of biological detergents to cause a burn is unusual but is important to recognize, particularly when it may have serious implications with regards to suspicion of nonaccidental injury.
